Unesco and the Institut Pasteur have designated 1995 "The Year of Louis Pasteur" throughout the world; today, 100 years after Pasteur's death, we can step back and fully appreciate the impact of his body of work. Although Pasteur is perhaps best known for his triumphs in the field of infectious diseases, his discoveries have had relevance to a broad spectrum of fields in clinical research. Pasteur laid the foundations for research into areas ranging from the interactions among all biological molecules, to the molecular nature of infectious diseases, to the development of vaccines. The recently established discipline of molecular medicine celebrates Pasteur as one of the earliest and greatest of its founders.
The image that comes most readily to mind from Pasteur's early period is that of the young 26-year-old chemist, fresh out of the Ecole Normale, sorting out crystals of tartaric acid, while the eminent crystallographer, Jean-Baptiste Biot, looked on in astonishment. After the experiment was over, Pasteur himself recalled that the illustrious old man was deeply moved. "My dear boy," he said taking Pasteur Upon observing that all compounds whose solutions deviated polarized light arose from plant and animal sources, Pasteur began to suspect that asymmetry was a sign of life. With this idea in mind, he began his studies on fermentation in 1854. At the time, the question of fermentation was the subject of utmost confusion. While in some cases the participation of microorganisms in such transformations of organic matter was recognized, in general their role was completely misunderstood. Justus Liebig, the renowned German chemist, who was a contemporary and adversary of Pasteur, had stated, "Yeast from the malt . .. [transfers] its own state of de- Pasteur kept an open mind on this question. In 1859, in a letter to the man who was to become his most ardent adversary on the subject, Felix Archimede Pouchet, he wrote that the question of spontaneous generation was "entirely open and still awaiting proof", and that all of this was "unknown and warranted experimentation". Pasteur then took up his own invitation. Using extremely painstaking experimental methods, he demonstrated that the appearance of microorganisms in a presterilized medium was always explained by germs coming from the outside. Thus, he succeeded in discrediting any experimental basis for the theory of spontaneous generation.
Pasteur's research on fermentation and on so-called spontaneous generation inevitably led him to the study of infectious diseases. After demonstrating that when environmental yeasts are prevented from being deposited on grapes, the grape juice will not ferment, he wrote, "By analogy, is it unreasonable to hope that the day will come when easily administered preventive measures will be able to stop the scourges which terrify and decimate populations, such as yellow fever and the bubonic plague?" While Pasteur did not attempt to deal with either of those diseases he contributed to the identification of the anthrax agent, staphyloccus, streptococcus, and the septic vibrion.
What was uniquely important about the entire body of Pasteur's work is that it laid the groundwork upon which the microbial theory of disease was built. He demonstrated how to culture bacteria, and later, for rabies, he set forth the premises for culture of viruses on animal tissues. He had always been intrigued by the mechanisms by which pathogenic microbes caused profound disturbances in the physiology of the infected organism. He demonstrated how pathogens were able to spread throughout animal and human populations, thereby laying the foundation for infectious epidemiology and defining the basic rules of hygiene.
Finally, he outlined the overall principles of vaccination and was one of the founders of immunology. The concept of acquired immunity dates from ancient times. Indeed, Thucydides reported that those who were cured of the plague no longer ran the risk of falling victim to the disease. The first vaccine was developed by the English physician, Edward Jenner, who at the end of the 18th century discovered that humans could be protected against smallpox by inoculating them with pustules taken from bovines afflicted with a similar but relatively benign disease called cowpox. Although of crucial importance, since it led to complete eradication of smallpox in 1977, this empirical discovery could not be generalized to other diseases, for it lacked a conceptual basis.
Pasteur's fundamental discovery in this field dates back to 1879 and the disease known as fowl cholera, which was rampant in chicken coops at that time. The disease is due to bacteria that now bear the name "Pasteurella". When inoculated into a hen, several drops of a culture of this bacteria were sufficient to kill the animal. But Pasteur noted, partly by chance it would seem, that hens inoculated with an old culture not only did not die but were protected against a later inoculation with a virulent culture. The principle of vaccination using attenuated pathogens was thus discovered.
From then on, Pasteur continued to apply this principle to other diseases. His first great success, both at a scientific level and in terms of public opinion (today we would refer to it as a ".mass media happening"), was 
